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Baghdad

[Bentley] The high point of the Abbasid dynasty came during the reign of the caliph Harun al-Rashid
(786-809 CE). By the late 8" century, Abbasid authority had lost some of its force in provinces distant
from Baghdad, but it remained strong enough to bring reliable tax revenues from most parts of the
empire. Flush with wealth, Baghdad became a center of banking, commerce, crafts, and industrial
production, a metropolis with a population of several hundred thousand people. According to stories
from his time, Harun al-Rashid provided liberal support for artists and writers, bestowed lavish and
luxurious gifts on his favorites, and distributed money to the poor and the common classes by tossing
coins into the streets of Baghdad. Once he sent an elephant and a collection of rich presents as gifts to
his contemporary Charlemagne, who ruled the Carolingian empire of western Europe.

Increased agricultural production contributed to the rapid growth of cities in all parts of the Islamic
world from India to Spain. Delhi, Samarkand, Bukhara, Merv, Nishapur, Isfahan, Basra, Baghdad,
Damascus, Jerusalem, Cairo, Alexandria, Palermo, Tunis, Tangier, Cordoba, and Toledo were all
bustling cities, some with populations of several hundred thousand people. All these cities had flourish-
ing markets supporting thousands of artisans, craftsmen, and merchants. Most of them were also impor-
tant centers of industrial production, particularly of textiles, pottery, glassware, leather, iron, and steel.

[Bulliet] With its roots among the semi-Persianized Arabs of Khurasan, the new [Abbasid] dynasty
gradually adopted the ceremonies and customs of the Sasanid shahs. Government grew increasingly
complex in Baghdad, the newly built capital city on the Tigris River. As more non-Arabs converted to
Islam, the ruling elite became more cosmopolitan. Greek, Iranian, Central Asian, and African cultural
currents met in the capital and gave rise to an abundance of literary works, a process facilitated by the
introduction of papermaking from China. Arab poets neglected the traditional odes extolling life in the
desert and wrote instead wine songs (despite Islam’s prohibition of alcohol) or poems in praise of their
patrons.

The translation of Aristotle into Arabic, the founding of the main currents of theology and law, and the
splendor of the Abbasid court—reflected in stories of The Arabian Nights set in the time of the caliph
Harun al-Rashid ®. 776-809)—in some respects warrant calling the early Abbasid period a “golden
age.” Yet the refinement of Baghdad culture only slowly made its way into the provinces. Egypt
remained predominantly Christian and Coptic-speaking in the early Abbasid period. Iran never adopted
Arabic as a spoken tongue. Most of Berber-speaking North Africa rebelled and freed itself of direct
caliphal rule after 740.

Gradual conversion to Islam among the conquered population accelerated in the second quarter of the 9"
century. Social discrimination against non-Arab converts gradually faded, and the Arabs themselves—at
least those living in cosmopolitan urban settings—Iost their previously strong attachment to kinship and
ethnic identity.

Abbasid decline became evident in the second half of the 9" century as the conversion to Islam
accelerated. No government ruling so vast an empire could hold power easily. Caravans traveled only 20
miles a day, and the couriers of the caliphal post system usually did not exceed 100 miles a day. News of
frontier revolts took weeks to reach Baghdad. Military responses might take months. Administrators
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struggled to centralize tax payments, often made in grain or other produce rather than cash, and ensure
that provincial governors forwarded the proper amounts to Baghdad.

During the first two Islamic centuries, revolts against Muslim rule had been a concern. The Muslim
umma had therefore clung together, despite the long distances. But with the growing conversion of the
population to Islam, fears that Islamic dominion might be overthrown faded. Once they became the
overwhelming majority, Muslims realized that a highly centralized empire did not necessarily serve the
interests of all the people.

By the middle of the 9" century, revolts targeting Arab or Muslim domination gave way to movements
within the Islamic community concentrating on seizure of territory and formation of principalities. None
of the states carved out of the Abbasid Caliphate after 850 repudiated or even threatened Islam.

They did, however, cut the flow of tax revenues to Baghdad, thereby increasing local prosperity.

Increasingly starved for funds by breakaway provinces and by an unexplained fall in revenues from Iraq
itself, the caliphate experienced a crisis in the late 9" century. Distrusting generals and troops from out-
lying areas, the caliphs purchased Turkic slaves, mamluks, [MAM-luke] from Central Asia and estab-
lished them as a standing army. Well trained and hardy, the Turks proved an effective but expensive
military force. When the government could not pay them, the mamluks took it on themselves to seat and
unseat caliphs, a process made easier by the construction of a new capital at Samarra, north of Baghdad
on the Tigris River.

[Strayer| The world of Islamic civilization cohered not only as a network of faith but also as an
immense arena of exchange in which goods, technologies, food products, and ideas circulated widely.

It rapidly became a vast trading zone of hemispheric dimensions. In part, this was due to its central
location in the Afro-Eurasian world and the breaking down of earlier political barriers between the
Byzantine and Persian empires. Furthermore, commerce was valued positively within Islamic teaching,
for Muhammad himself had been a trader, and the pilgrimage to Mecca likewise fostered commerce.
The extraordinary spurt of urbanization that accompanied the growth of Islamic civilization also pro-
moted trade. Baghdad, established in 756 C.E. as the capital of the Abbasid Empire, soon grew into

a magnificent city of half a million people. The appetite of urban elites for luxury goods stimulated both
craft production and the desire for foreign products.

Thus Muslim merchants, Arabs and Persians in particular, quickly became prominent and sometimes
dominant players in all of the major Afro-Eurasian trade routes of the postclassical era-in the
Mediterranean Sea, along the revived Silk Roads, across the Sahara, and throughout the Indian Ocean
basin. By the 8" century, Arab and Persian traders had established a commercial colony in Canton in
southern China, thus linking the Islamic heartland with Asia’s other giant and flourishing economy.
Various forms of banking, partnerships, business contracts, and instruments for granting credit facilitated
these long-distance economic relationships and generated a prosperous, sophisticated, and highly
commercialized economy that spanned the Old World.

The vast expanses of Islamic civilization also contributed to the diffusion of agricultural products and
practices from one region to another, a process already under way in the earlier Roman and Persian
empires. The Muslim conquest of northwestern India opened the Middle East to a veritable treasure
trove of crops that had been domesticated long before in South and Southeast Asia, including rice,
sugarcane, new strains of sorghum, hard wheat, bananas, lemons, limes, watermelons, coconut palms,
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spinach, artichokes, and cotton. Some of these subsequently found their way into the Middle East and
Africa and by the 13™ century to Europe as well. Both cotton and sugarcane, associated with complex
production processes and slave labor, came to play central roles in the formation of the modern global
system after 1500. These new crops and the development of the intensified agricultural techniques that
often accompanied them contributed to increased food production, population growth, urbanization, and
industrial development characteristic of the Muslim Middle East in early Abbasid times.

Technology too diffused widely within the Islamic world. Ancient Persian techniques for obtaining
water by drilling into the sides of hills now spread across North Africa as far west as Morocco. Muslim
technicians made improvements on rockets, first developed in China, by developing one that carried a
small warhead and another used to attack ships. 30 Papermaking techniques entered the Abbasid Empire
from China in the 8" century, with paper mills soon operating in Persia, Iraq, and Egypt. This revolu-
tionary technology, which everywhere served to strengthen bureaucratic governments, spread from the
Middle East into India and Europe over the following centuries.

Ideas likewise circulated across the Islamic world. The religion itself drew heavily and quite openly on
Jewish and Christian precedents. Persia also contributed much in the way of bureaucratic practice, court
ritual, and poetry, with Persian becoming a major literary language in elite circles. Scientific, medical,
and philosophical texts, especially from ancient Greece, the Hellenistic world, and India, were system-
atically translated into Arabic, for several centuries providing an enormous boost to Islamic scholarship
and science. In 830, the Abbasid caliph al-Mamun, himself a poet and scholar with a passion for foreign
learning, established the House of Wisdom in Baghdad as an academic center for this research and
translation. Stimulated by Greek texts, a school of Islamic thinkers known as Mutazalites (“those who
stand apart”) argued that reason, rather than revelation, was the “surest way to truth.” In the long run,
however, the philosophers’ emphasis on logic, rationality, and the laws of nature was subject to
increasing criticism by those who held that only the Quran, the sayings of the Prophet, or mystical
experience represented a genuine path to God.

But the realm of Islam was much more than a museum of ancient achievements from the civilizations
that it encompassed. Those traditions mixed and blended to generate a distinctive Islamic civilization
with many new contributions to the world of learning. Using Indian numerical notation, for example,
Arab scholars developed algebra as a novel mathematical discipline. They also undertook much original
work in astronomy and optics. They built upon earlier Greek and Indian practice to create a remarkable
tradition in medicine and pharmacology. Arab physicians such as al-Razi and Ibn Sina accurately diag-
nosed many diseases, such as hay fever, measles , smallpox, diphtheria, rabies, and diabetes. In addition,
treatments such as using a mercury ointment for scabies, cataract and hernia operations, and filling teeth
with gold emerged from Arab doctors. The first hospitals, traveling clinics and examinations for physi-
cians and pharmacologists also were developed within the Islamic world. In the 11™ and 12" centuries
this enormous body of Arab medical scholarship entered Europe via Spain, and it remained at the core
of European medical practice for many centuries.
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Kilwa / Swahili Coast

[Bentley] The Swahili dominated the east African coast from Mogadishu in the north to Kilwa, the
Comoro Islands, and Sofala in the south. They spoke Swabhili, a Bantu language supplemented with
words and ideas borrowed from Arabic. Swahili peoples developed different dialects, but they commun-
icated readily among themselves because individuals frequently visited other Swahili communities in
their oceangoing crafts. Indeed, all along the east African coast, Swahili society underwent similar
patterns of development with respect to language, religion, architecture, and technology.

By the 10™ century, Swahili society attracted increasing attention from Islamic merchants. From the
interior regions of east Africa, the Swahili obtained gold, slaves, ivory, and exotic local products such as
tortoise shells and leopard skins, which they traded for pottery, glass, and textiles that Muslim merchants
brought from Persia, India, and China. The rapidly increasing volume and value of trade had large
repercussions for Swahili states and societies, just as such changes had for west African societies.

By the 11" and 12" centuries, trade had brought tremendous wealth to coastal east Africa. By controlling
and taxing trade within their jurisdictions, local chiefs strengthened their own authority and increased the
influence of their communities. Gradually, trade concentrated at several coastal and island port cities that
enjoyed sheltered or especially convenient locations: Mogadishu, Lamu, Malindi, Mombasa, Zanzibar,
Kilwa, Mozambique, and Sofala. Each of those sites developed into a powerful city-state governed by a
king who supervised trade and organized public life in the region.

The cities themselves underwent an impressive transformation. Villages in the interior regions of east
Africa had buildings made of wood and dried mud, the principal materials used even for prominent
structures such as mosques. By about the 12" century, however, Swahili peoples began to construct
much larger buildings of coral, and by the 15" century the main Swahili towns boasted handsome stone
mosques and public buildings. Meanwhile, the ruling elites and wealthy merchants of Swabhili trading
cities dressed in silk and fine cotton clothes, and they set their tables with porcelain imported from
China.

Travelers’ reports and recent archaeological discoveries have thrown especially clear light on the devel-
opment of Kilwa, one of the busiest city-states on the east African coast. The earliest Bantu inhabitants
of Kilwa relied mostly on fishing and engaged in a limited amount of trade between about 800 and

1000 C.E. During the next two centuries, they imported pottery and stoneware from other regions in east
Africa and began to rely more on agriculture to support their growing numbers. By the early 13" century,
Kilwans were prosperous enough to erect multistory stone buildings, and they used copper coins to
facilitate economic transactions. Between 1300 and 1505, when Portuguese mariners subjected the city
to a devastating sack, Kilwa enjoyed tremendous prosperity. The Moroccan traveler Ibn Battuta visited
the city in 1331 and reported that Muslim scholars from Arabia and Persia lived at Kilwa and consulted
regularly with the local ruler.

With a population of about twelve thousand, Kilwa was a thriving city with many stone buildings and
mosques. Residents imported cotton and silk textiles as well as perfumes and pearls from India, and
archaeologists have unearthed a staggering amount of Chinese porcelain. Merchants of Kilwa imported
those products in exchange for gold, slaves, and ivory obtained from interior regions.

By the late 15" century, Kilwa exported about a ton of gold per year. Participation in Indian Ocean trade
networks brought similar experiences to the other major Swahili cities. In fact, the influence of long
distance trade passed well beyond the coasts to the interior regions of east Africa. Villagers in the
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interior did not enjoy the sumptuous lifestyles of the Swabhili elites, but trade and the wealth that it
brought underwrote the establishment of large and powerful kingdoms in east and central Africa.

The best known of these kingdoms was Zimbabwe. The term zimbabwe refers simply to the dwelling of
a chief. As early as the 5" and 6™ centuries C.E., the region occupied by the modern states of Zimbabwe
and Mozambique featured many wooden residences known throughout the land as zimbabwe. By the 9"
century, chiefs had begun to build their zimbabwe of stone—indicating an increasingly complex and
well-organized society that could invest resources in expensive construction projects. About the early
13™ century, a magnificent stone complex known as Great Zimbabwe began to arise near Nyanda in the
modern state of Zimbabwe. Within stone walls 16 feet thick and 32 feet tall, Great Zimbabwe was a city
of stone towers, palaces, and public buildings that served as the capital of a large kingdom situated
between the Zambesi and Limpopo rivers. At the time of its greatest extent, during the late 15™ century,
up to eighteen thousand people may have lived in the vicinity of the stone complex at Great Zimbabwe,
and the kingdom stretched from the outskirts of the Swahili city of Sofala deep into the interior of south-
central Africa. Kings residing at Great Zimbabwe controlled and taxed the trade between the interior and
coastal regions. They organized the flow of gold, ivory, slaves, and local products from sources of
supply to the coast. Their control over those products enabled them to forge alliances with local leaders
and to profit handsomely from commercial transactions. Just as the trans-Saharan trade encouraged the
building of states and empires in west Africa, the Indian Ocean trade generated wealth that financed the
organization of city-states on the coast and large kingdoms in the interior regions of east and central
Africa.

In east Africa, again as in west Africa, trade brought cultural as well as political changes. Like their
counterparts in west Africa, the ruling elites and the wealthy merchants of east Africa converted to the
Islamic faith. They did not necessarily give up their religious and cultural traditions but, rather,
continued to observe them for purposes of providing cultural leadership in their societies. By adopting
Islam, however, they laid a cultural foundation for close cooperation with Muslim merchants trading in
the Indian Ocean basin. Moreover, Islam served as a fresh source of legitimacy for their rule, since they
gained recognition from Islamic states in southwest Asia, and their conversion opened the door to
political alliances with Muslim rulers in other lands. Even though the conversion of elite classes did not
bring about the immediate spread of Islam throughout their societies, it enabled Islam to establish a
presence in east Africa under the sponsorship of some particularly influential patrons. The faith
eventually attracted interest in larger circles and became one of the principal cultural and religious
traditions of east Africa.

[Bulliet] Trade expanded steadily along the East African coast from about 1250, giving rise to between
thirty and forty separate city-states by 1500. As a result of this rising prosperity, new masonry buildings,
sometimes three or four stories high, replaced many of the mud and thatch African fishing villages.
Archaeology reveals the growing presence of imported glass beads, Chinese porcelain, and other exotic
goods. As a result of trading contacts, many loan words from Arabic and Persian enriched the language
of the coastal Africans, and the first to write in it used Arabic script. The visitors called these people
“Swahili,” from the Arabic name sawahil al-sudan , meaning “shores of the blacks,” and the name stuck.

At the time of Ibn Battuta’s visit, the southern city of Kilwa had displaced Mogadishu as the Swahili
Coast’s most important commercial center. The traveler declared Kilwa “one of the most beautiful and
well-constructed towns in the world.” He noted that its dark skinned inhabitants were devout and pious
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Muslims, and he took special pains to praise their ruler as a man rich in the traditional Muslim virtues of
humility and generosity.

Swahili oral traditions associate the coast’s commercial expansion with the arrival of Arab and Iranian
merchants, but they do not say what had attracted them. In Kilwa’s case the answer is gold. By the late
15™ century the city was exporting a ton of gold a year. The gold was mined by inland Africans much
farther south. Much of it came from or passed through a powerful state on the plateau south of the
Zambezi River, whose capital city is known as Great Zimbabwe. At its peak in about 1400, the city,
which occupied 193 acres, may have had 18,000 inhabitants.

Between about 1250 and 1450, local African craftsmen built stone structures for Great Zimbabwe’s
rulers, priests, and wealthy citizens. The largest structure, a walled enclosure the size and shape of a
large football stadium, served as the king’s court. Its walls of un-mortared stone were up to 17 feet thick
and 32 feet high. Inside the walls were many buildings, including a large conical stone tower. The stone
ruins of Great Zimbabwe are one of the most famous historical sites in sub-Saharan Africa. Mixed
farming and cattle-herding constituted Great Zimbabwe’s economic base, but, as in Mali, the state’s
wealth came from long-distance trade. Trade began regionally with copper ingots from the upper
Zambezi Valley, salt, and local manufactures. The gold exports into the Indian Ocean in the 14™ and 15"
centuries brought Zimbabwe to the peak of its political and economic power. However, historians
suspect that the city’s residents depleted nearby forests for firewood while their cattle overgrazed
surrounding grasslands. The resulting ecological crisis hastened the empire’s decline in the 15" century.

[Strayer] Sea Roads as a Catalyst for Change: East Africa and Swahili Civilization On the other side
of the Indian Ocean, the transformative processes of long-distance trade were likewise at work, giving
rise to an East African civilization known as Swahili. Emerging in the 8" century C.E., this civilization
took shape as a set of commercial city-states stretching all along the East African coast, from present-day
Somalia to Mozambique.

The earlier ancestors of the Swahili lived in small farming and fishing communities, spoke Bantu
language , and traded with the Arabian, Greek and Roman merchants who occasionally visited the coast
during the classical era . But what stimulalted the growth of Swahili cities was the far more extensive
commercial life of the western Indian Ocean following the rise of Islam. As in Southeast Asia, local
people and aspiring rulers found opportunity for wealth and power in the growing demand for East
African products associated with an expanding Indian Ocean commere. Gold, ivory, quartz. leopard
skins, and sometimes slaves acquired from interior societies, as well as iron and processed timber
manufactured along the coast, found a ready market in Arabia, Persia, India, and beyond. In response to
such opportunities, an African merchant class developed, villages turned into sizable towns, and clan
chiefs became kings. A new civilization was in the making.

Between 1000 and 1500, that civilization flourished along the coast, and it was a very different kind of
society than the farming and pastoral cultures of the East African interior. It was thoroughly urban,
centered in cities of 15,000 to 18,000 people, such as Lamu, Mombasa, Kilwa, Sofala, and many others.
Like the city-states of ancient Greece, each Swahili city was politically independent, generally governed
by its own king, and in sharp competition with other cities. No imperial system or larger territorial states
unified the world of Swahili civilization. Nor did any of them control a critical choke point of trade, as
Srivijaya did for the Straits of Malacca. Swabhili cities were commercial centers that accumulated goods
from the interior and exchanged them for the products of distant civilizations, such as Chinese porcelain
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and silk, Persian rugs, and Indian cottons. While the transoceanic journeys occurred largely in Arab
vessels, Swabhili craft navigated the coastal waterways, concentrating goods for shipment abroad. Swahili
cities were class-stratified societies with sharp distinctions between a mercantile elite and commoners.

Culturally as well as economically, Swahili civilization participated in the larger Indian Ocean world.
Arab, Indian, and perhaps Persian merchants were welcome visitors, and some settled permanently.
Many ruling families of Swahili cities claimed Arab or Persian origins as a way of bolstering their
prestige, even while they dined off Chinese porcelain and dressed in Indian cottons. The Swahili
language, widely spoken in East Africa today, was grammatically an African tongue within the larger
Bantu family of languages but it was written in Arabic script and contained a number of Arabic loan
words. A small bronze lion found in the Swabhili city of Shanga and dating to about 1100 illustrates the
distinctly cosmopolitan character of Swabhili culture. It depicted a clearly African lion, but it was created
in a distinctly Indian artistic style and was made from melted-down Chinese copper coins.

Most important, however, Swahili civilization rapidly became Islamic. Introduced by Arab traders, Islam
was voluntarily and widely adopted within the Swahili world. Like Buddhism in Southeast Asia, Islam
linked Swahili cities to the larger Indian Ocean world. These East African cities were soon dotted with
substantial mosques. When Ibn Battuta, a widely traveled Arab scholar, merchant, and public official,
visited the Swahili coast in the early 14™ century, he found altogether Muslim societies in which
religious leaders often spoke Arabic, and all were eager to welcome a learned visitor from the heartland
of Islam. But these were African Muslims, not colonies of transplanted Arabs. “The rulers, scholars,
officials, and big merchants as well as the port workers, farmers, craftsmen, and slaves, were dark-
skinned people speaking African tongues in everyday life.””

Islam sharply divided the Swabhili cities from their African neighbors to the west, for neither the new
religion nor Swahili Culture penetrated much beyond the coast until the 19" century. Economically,
however, the coastal cities acted as intermediaries between the interior producers of valued goods and
the Arab merchants who carried them to distant markets. Particularly in the southern reaches of the
Swahili world, this relationship extended the impact of Indian Ocean trade well into the African interior.
Hundreds of miles inland, between the Zambezi and Limpopo rivers, lay rich sources of gold, much in
demand on the Swabhili coast. The emergence of a powerful state, known as Great Zimbabwe, seems
clearly connected to the growing trade in gold to the coast as well as to the wealth embodied in its large
herds of cattle. At its peak between 1250 and 1350, Great Zimbabwe had the resources and the labor
power to construct huge stone enclosures entirely without mortar, with walls sixteen feet thick and
thirty-two feet tall. “[It] must have been an astonishing sight,” writes a recent scholar, “for the sub-
ordinate chiefs and kings who would have come there to seek favors at court.”” Here in the interior of
southeastern Africa lay yet another example of the reach and transforming power of Indian Ocean
commerce.



8 The Role of Post-Classical Cities '

Melaka (Malacca)

[Bentley, Ch 16] During the 15™ century the spread of Islam gained momentum in southeast Asia,
largely because the powerful state of Melaka sponsored the faith throughout the region. Founded during
the late 14™ century by Paramesvara, a rebellious prince from Sumatra, Melaka took advantage of its
strategic location in the Strait of Melaka, near modern Singapore, and soon became prominent in the
trading world of southeast Asia. During its earliest days Melaka was more a lair of pirates than a legiti-
mate state. By the mid-15" century, however, Melaka had built a substantial navy that patrolled the
waters of southeast Asia and protected the region’s sea-lanes. Melakan fleets compelled ships to call at
the port of Melaka, where ruling authorities levied taxes on the value of their cargoes. Thus, like
southeast Asian states of earlier centuries, Melaka became a powerful state through the control of
maritime trade.

In one respect, though, Melaka differed significantly from the earlier states. Although it began as a
Hindu state, Melaka soon became predominantly Islamic. About the mid-15" century the Melakan ruling
class converted to Islam. It welcomed theologians, Sufis, and other Islamic authorities to Melaka and
sponsored missionary campaigns to spread Islam throughout southeast Asia. By the end of the 15"
century, mosques had begun to define the urban landscapes of Java, Sumatra, and the Malay peninsula,
and Islam had made its first appearance in the spice-bearing islands of Maluku and in the southern
islands of the Philippine archipelago.

Thus, within several centuries of its arrival, Islam was a prominent feature in the cultural landscape of
southeast Asia. Along with Hinduism and Buddhism, Islam helped link southeast Asian lands to the
larger cultural world of India and to the larger commercial world of the Indian Ocean basin.

[Bentley, Ch 22] Merchants engaged in long-distance trade relied on two principal networks of trade
routes. Luxury goods of high value relative to their weight, such as silk textiles and precious stones,
often traveled overland on the silk roads used since classical times. Bulkier commodities, such as steel,
stone, coral, and building materials, traveled the sea-lanes of the Indian Ocean, since it would have been
unprofitable to transport them overland. The silk roads linked all of the Eurasian landmass, and trans-
Saharan caravan routes drew west Africa into the larger economy of the eastern hemisphere. The sea
lanes of the Indian Ocean served ports in southeast Asia, India, Arabia, and east Africa while also offer-
ing access via the South China Sea to ports in China, Japan, Korea, and the spice-bearing islands of
southeast Asia. Thus, in combination, land and sea routes touched almost every corner of the eastern
hemisphere.

As the volume of trade increased, the major trading cities and ports grew rapidly, attracting buyers,
sellers, brokers, and bankers from parts near and far. Khanbaliq (Beijing), Hangzhou, Quanzhou,
Melaka, Cambay, Samarkand, Hormuz, Baghdad, Caffa, Cairo, Alexandria, Kilwa, Constantinople,
Venice, Timbuktu, and many other cities had large quarters occupied by communities of foreign
merchants. When a trading or port city enjoyed a strategic location, maintained good order, and resisted
the temptation to levy excessive customs fees, it had the potential to become a major emporium serving
long-distance trade networks. A case in point is Melaka (in modern Malaysia). Founded in the 1390s,
within a few decades Melaka became the principal clearinghouse of trade in the eastern Indian Ocean.
The city’s authorities policed the strategic Strait of Melaka and maintained a safe market that welcomed
all merchants and levied reasonable fees on goods exchanged there. By the end of the 15™ century,
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Melaka had a population of some fifty thousand people, and in the early 16™ century the Portuguese
merchant Tomé Pires reported that more than eighty languages could be heard in the city’s streets.
During the early and middle decades of the 13" century, the Mongols’ campaigns caused economic dis-
ruption throughout much of Eurasia—particularly in China and southwest Asia, where Mongol forces
toppled the Song and Abbasid dynasties. Mongol conquests inaugurated a long period of economic
decline in southwest Asia where the conquerors destroyed cities and allowed irrigation systems to fall
into disrepair. As the Mongols consolidated their hold on conquered lands, however, they laid the
political foundation for a surge in long-distance trade along the silk roads. Merchants traveling the silk
roads faced less risk of banditry or political turbulence than in previous times. Meanwhile, strong econo-
mies in China, India, and western Europe fueled demand for foreign commodities. Many merchants
traveled the whole distance from Europe to China in pursuit of profit.

[Bulliet] At the eastern end of the Indian Ocean, the principal passage into the South China Sea was
through the Strait of Malacca between the Malay Peninsula and the island of Sumatra. As trade increased
in the 14" and 15™ centuries, this commercial choke point became the object of considerable political
rivalry. The mainland kingdom of Siam gained control of most of the upper Malay Peninsula, while the
Java-based kingdom of Majapahit extended its dominion over the lower Malay Peninsula and much of
Sumatra. Majapahit, however, was not strong enough to suppress a nest of Chinese pirates who had
gained control of the Sumatran city of Palembang and preyed on ships sailing through the strait. In 1407
a fleet sent by the Chinese government smashed the pirates’ power and took their chief back to China for
trial. Weakened by internal struggles, Majapahit was unable to take advantage of China’s intervention.
The chief beneficiary of the safer commerce was the newer port of Malacca (or Melaka), which domi-
nated the narrowest part of the strait. Under the leadership of a prince from Palembang, Malacca had
quickly grown from an obscure fishing village into an important port by means of a series of astute
alliances. Nominally subject to the king of Siam, Malacca also secured an alliance with China that was
sealed by the visit of the imperial fleet in 1407. The conversion of an early ruler from Hinduism to Islam
helped promote trade with the Gujarati and other Muslim merchants who dominated so much of the
Indian Ocean commerce. Merchants also appreciated Malacca’s security and low taxes.

[Spodek] Islam Spreads. Along with their trade goods, Muslims also conveyed their religious ideas.
Distant merchants, who encountered Muslims in order to trade, slowly absorbed elements of Islam.

In the 13" century, as the Muslim sultanate of Delhi came to rule northern India, many of the Hindu
ocean-going traders, especially those along the west coast in Gujarat, converted to Islam. In regions as
distant as Malaysia and Indonesia locals began to assimilate to the religion. Carried not by military
power but by traders, Islam came to be the dominant religion in Indonesia (the most populous Muslim
country in the world today), and to attract tens of millions of Chinese adherents. When the ruler of
Malacca converted to Islam, about 1400, the trading circuit of Muslim merchants was complete.

The entire length of the Indian Ocean littoral, from East Africa through India and on to Indonesia,
housed a Muslim, largely Arab, trading diaspora.

Arabs did not sail into the Atlantic or Pacific Oceans; they had no need. They sailed at will throughout
the most lucrative seas of the world they knew. They had no problem of access. While Europeans
explored new routes to reach the wealth of India and China in the 15™ century, the Arabs were already
there.



